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Wait Just a Moment!
Michael P. Clough, Editor

My previous ISTJ editorial addressed the importance of teachers' questioning for accurately diagnosing
students' thinking, for helping students perceive where their ideas and thinking may be problematic, and
for moving students toward desired conceptual understanding. Asking thought-provoking questions is
not intuitive, and much effort is required to develop effective questioning patterns. To improve their
questioning, some teachers place an easily seen poster in the room with words and phrases such as
“How?,” “What?,” “To what extent…?,” “If…, then…?” These prompts help them avoid asking yes/no
questions that begin with “Can?,” “Do?,” “Should?,” and “Will?” Another strategy is to write down well
phrased key questions prior to teaching a lesson. These sorts of questions are not scripts, but rather
questions to begin interactions. Many other strategies may be used that, over time, will improve the
interaction with students in your classroom.
Unfortunately, teachers who improve their questioning are often frustrated when student interaction
does not immediately increase. The initial novelty may puzzle students, but other factors under a
teacher's control also may be hindering students’ engagement. While questions set an academic mood,
they alone do not encourage students to ponder and respond. Thought-provoking questions require
time for thinking, yet teachers often wait less than one second after asking a question before moving on
in some manner that conveys to students they need not respond.
Increasing the amount of time that teachers wait after having asked a question (called wait-time I) to at
least three seconds (more in some situations) along with incorporating wait-time II – the amount of time a
teacher waits after a student has answered a question – has been shown to result in the following
desirable outcomes (Rowe, 1974a, 1974b, Rowe, 1986):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the length of student responses increases by 700%;
the number of unsolicited, but appropriate, student responses increases;
failures of students to respond decreases;
students' confidence, as reflected in decrease of inflected responses, increases;
the incidence of speculative student responses increases;
more student inferences are supported by evidence and logical argument;
the incidence of student-student comparisons of data increases;
the number of student questions and proposed experiments increases; and
the incidence of responses from students rated by teachers as relatively slow increases.

Because students are expressing more of their thinking for a teacher to use in further questioning, and
because teachers have more time to think, wait-time also helps improve teachers' questioning. Keeping
quiet at appropriate times is imperative in creating an environment that facilitates significant student
interaction and helps achieve a number of desired student goals.
Research overwhelmingly documents the positive outcomes first reported by Rowe over thirty years
ago. However, increasing wait-time, at first, often feels extremely awkward. Initially, those few seconds
of silence seem like minutes when students are looking back expecting you to continue. Just as with
efforts to improve questioning, many strategies exist to improve wait-time. In the middle of the poster
providing questioning prompts, write “WAIT!” Another approach is to silently count to 4 after having
asked a question. The urge to quickly end the silence by saying something can be alleviated by replacing
it with a different behavior. For example, when working with the entire class or smaller groups of
students, develop the habit of slowly scanning the entire group and make eye contact with some
students. While doing that you might also take a few steps towards the class and use encouraging nonverbal behaviors to keep students' attention. These behaviors will take a few seconds and will divert your
attention from the silence that can, at the beginning, be so unnerving.
However you go about increasing the time you wait for students to respond, be prepared for them to try to
wait you out. Telling students why you are waiting and your expectations for them to engage is often
useful. In time they will come to expect your new pattern of waiting after asking questions and then
waiting again after they have responded. The many positive outcomes associated with using wait-time,
including improved student achievement, are worth the moment's wait.
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